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Introduction



Writing about the history of a city is rather a complex and challenging task. It is especially so if the topic is concerned with one of the oldest and most significant cities on the globe. Istanbul presents such a challenge. Indeed, few cities have been as prized as Istanbul. The Greeks, Romans, Venetians, Arabs, Crusaders and the Turks all strived to control this strategically located site, straddling two continents. Armies fought over the city, empires made it their capital. First the Eastern Roman, then the Byzantine and Ottoman empires designated this great city as their heartland. As waves of power, religion and culture buffeted the city, its name changed from Byzantium, to Constantinople and, finally, to Istanbul. The empires have now faded but Istanbul remains. This catalogue of change has forged a unique identity for the city, and today Istanbul is the cultural and economic force of modern Turkey.

While cities are set within an environmental context which often includes remnant forms of natural features, such as rivers, bays or mountains, they are indeed great man-made environments composed of a large number of smaller scale artefacts, such as buildings, bridges, roads, ports and many other kinds of infrastructural facilities. However, this physical manifestation is not sufficient to describe a city. More important than this urban morphology is the complex array of social, cultural, economic and political relationships encapsulated in this giant setting. Therefore, writing a comprehensive history of a city is beyond the capacity of any single specialist and requires a collaborative study by experts from many fields, ranging from social scientists to architects, political analysts and scholars focusing on growing environmental problems. That is why urban history is a relatively recent and rapidly expanding field of historical study.

In the nineteenth century urban history had begun to be written about as part of architectural history by historians whose primary focus was the physical manifestations of the ‘beautiful’ buildings, parks or piazzas created by men living in ancient times. The opening remarks of A. D. Hamlin’s legendary book, The Text Book of the History of Architecture, illustrates this outlook vividly: ‘A history of architecture is a record of man’s efforts to build beautifully’.1 This approach retained its popularity until the 1960s when a group of historians led by H. J. Dyos in the Gilbert Murray Hall at the University of Leicester marked in 1966 the opening of a new era in the discipline of urban history.2 For these ambitious scholars from various disciplines, the history of a city was no longer caged within the ‘narrow perspective’ of architectural historians, but had become an interdisciplinary area of research. Termed by Spiro Kostof as ‘new urban history’,3 this approach drew into its ambit for the first time several aspects of social life, such as criminality, urban housing, economics, politics, gender, neighbourhood issues and cross-cultural relationships.

Hence scholars began to use and analyse data derived from archival sources, such as censuses, tax records and legislation, to write their revised urban histories. The social historian Eric J. Hobsbawm defined this new urban history as a specific branch of general social history. He described the city as a ‘geographically limited and coherent unit’, viewing it as a large laboratory in which social historians could execute analytical research on social, technical and political aspects of societies. According to Hobsbawm, cities display social transformations more visibly than any other organism and, therefore, the crucial issue for social historians is urban history rather than the physical urban form of the city.4

This new approach correspondingly influenced architectural historians, especially after the 1980s, who first tried to understand, then later incorporated information made readily available by scholars from ‘sister disciplines’. Yet the main focus, as manifested in John Summerson’s remarks in the 1960s, was still the ‘tangible substance, the stuff of the city’ and ‘the physical mass of marble, bricks and mortar, steel and concrete, tarmac and rubble, metal conduits and rails’. Thus the urban historian should use the social, economic and political aspects of history to understand the ‘artefact’.5

Consequently, today’s literature on the urban history of all major cities of the world encompasses rich, substantial and wide-ranging sources, varying from architectural history books to essays on empirical studies of citizens’ behaviours, research papers on the economic history of urbanites and analyses of the use of smart technologies in cities. Focusing on very specific subtopics, these fascinating micro-histories fill significant gaps in the field by providing much-needed detailed information, which is usually missing in books that offer a comprehensive history of cities.

From this perspective, describing the relationship between cities and politics plays an important role in writing the histories of cities. As noted by Wim Blockmans, throughout history cities have always been ‘theatres’ where political regimes show their ideology and social practices.6 Kostof illustrates this very vital bond between politics and urban forms by describing urban spaces as platforms used to ‘stage spectacles in which the citizenry participated as players and audience’ and by arguing that ‘the dramatization of urban form was a function of autocracy’ from the political point of view.7 Architecture and urban planning, by their very nature, are powerful tools that have been used by various political regimes to stamp their ideologies upon cities. This is especially the case for Istanbul. The city’s architecture and urban form are two important arenas where both promising advances and significant shortcomings in politics, the economy and social life intersect. It is here that the dynamics of political and social change in Turkey can be most vividly traced and understood. That is why, in this book about Istanbul since the late Ottoman era, I have specifically looked at the relationship between politics and social change on one hand, and architecture and the built form on the other. More precisely, this book investigates explicitly how the social, political and economic events that occurred in Turkey during this period shaped the architecture and built environment of the country’s biggest city.

With its population of over 14 million and its location spanning two continents, Istanbul is, and has always been, the economic and cultural centre of Turkey. Today Istanbul is marching quickly towards becoming a global city. Many multinational conglomerates have located their regional headquarters in the city since Istanbul has captured the attention of international financial centres. Istanbul alone generates 30 per cent of Turkey’s gross domestic product, and accounts for 53 per cent of its total exports and over 55 per cent of its imports. The real estate market is experiencing a boom with luxurious residential estates in the form of gated communities and fancy shopping malls cropping up in almost every neighbourhood. Mirroring the vibrant economy, new high-rise office towers now dominate the city’s skyline. Forty-nine universities are currently operating in the city, bringing a lively intellectual life to Istanbul. The government has either launched, or recently completed, mega projects, including the construction of new crossings both above and beneath the Bosphorus, a brand-new gigantic airport and even the carving out of a canal for a ‘second Bosphorus’ linking the Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara.

But there is another, very different picture of Istanbul. Despite all the achievements of recent years, Istanbul dwellers today spend hours in bumper-to-bumper traffic, they enjoy very little green space for public recreation, they deal with increasing living costs and, more importantly, they wait fearfully for the earthquake that is expected to happen within the next few decades. In terms of architecture, mega projects with large budgets and the signatures of local or internationally-celebrated architects are rising side-by-side with tenements of little design merit. The dualities of this modern city make Istanbul a very interesting case study in urban history.

Modern Istanbul: a mirror of Turkish political history

The Ottoman Empire experienced a long and painful period of political reform in the nineteenth century. During this phase young Ottoman bureaucrats tried unsuccessfully to usher in several planning reforms in their capital city, at a time when the empire was heading towards collapse. First France, then Germany, were sources of inspiration for the Turkish modernisers of the late Ottoman era. The establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923, however, saw the country increasingly turn to the West for ideas about how to develop a modern culture. Under 27 years of single-party rule and guided by the principles advanced by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, founder of modern Turkey, the Republican administration made sweeping changes to Turkey’s political, social and economic structures to align them more closely with Western political systems, practices and social mores.

Following the World War II, Turkey entered a new period of modernisation when it adopted a Western democratic model of government as its political system. This was a significant turning point in the country’s history as it aligned itself economically, militarily and politically with Western-bloc countries in the Cold War era. Similar to countries in many parts of the world, Turkey took as its role model the United States of America. Making Turkey a ‘Little America’ became the favoured dictum of the time. Following turbulent political upheavals in the 1960s and 1970s, another chapter opened in Turkey’s political history in the early 1980s when significant reforms to its economic system exposed the country to competitive global markets. The popular slogan employed by the politicians of the 1980s was ‘Skipping an age’. The spring brought by economic prosperity and political stabilisation, however, was short-lived and by the 1990s Turkey found itself in another phase of political chaos and economic downturn. Since the early years of the new millennium, the country has begun to undergo a major political transformation under the direction of the AK Party government, which came to power in 2002. This new government with strong Islamic roots has introduced many changes to the country’s social, political and economic systems. As a result, Turkey has now embarked on a new geo-political direction by strengthening its regional power through political and economic ties to the Middle East and the Balkans.

The urban and architectural history of Istanbul has followed a parallel path to the city’s tangled political and economic history. In other words, architecture and urban planning are the two key areas where this political saga can be most clearly traced and analysed. In line with its political modernisation, the seeds of modern architecture in the Ottoman capital were sown in the last decades of the nineteenth century and, in particular, in the early years of the twentieth century. The political ideology of Turkism, which emerged in the dying years of the Ottoman Empire as a reaction to rapid Ottoman decline, saw the birth of a revivalist architectural style championed by young Turkish architects. In line with the Republican agenda of rejuvenation, European modernism became the instrumental style to shape the architecture of Turkey in the 1930s. Istanbul, however, was immune from this radical shift in architectural fashion as the city was neglected politically by the elite and had lost its administrative privileges. The regime later changed its attitude and attempted to modernise the city in line with the Republican spirit. Harsh economic conditions, however, barred the implementation of many of the works proposed to make Istanbul a truly modern city. The dynamics of the period following World War II were played out in Istanbul with the arrival of the International Style, which was enthusiastically applied to hotels and public buildings. This same period also saw major infrastructure projects for Istanbul, resulting in a wholesale transformation of the urban morphology of the historic city.

During the 1960s and 1970s Turkey tried to establish a planned economy while, at the same time, intense political unrest began to arise between newly emerging leftist political movements and various right-wing groups. In this highly polarised atmosphere, Turkish architects and planners acquired a self-appointed ‘social responsibility’ which was mirrored in their architectural rhetoric and practice. Significant migration from rural areas to Istanbul, which began in the postwar period, also intensified during those decades, bringing a new phenomenon to Turkish architecture and urbanism: gecekondu or shanty buildings constructed illegally on public lands. This brought with it a new set of social problems, on a scale never previously experienced. Perhaps the most remarkable outcome of this period was the realisation of a century-long dream to link Europe to Asia by a bridge over the Bosphorus.

In 1980 Turkey experienced a second military intervention. The period following the military coup saw Turkish architects introduced to the modern building materials and construction techniques that flourished under the liberal policies of governments in the 1980s. Turkish construction companies began to win large subcontracts in the Middle East and North Africa. During this period Istanbul also saw some noticeable investment projects that coloured the social life of the city’s inhabitants. This included the construction of the first shopping malls, luxurious hotels, lavish residential complexes and high-rise office towers. The second phase of major urban interventions also realised in this period included the demolition of historic quarters along the shores of the Golden Horn and littoral landfill roads along the shores of the Bosphorus and Sea of Marmara on the Asian side of the city. The troubled period of the 1990s also had an impact on architecture in Istanbul with the building industry experiencing a downturn and consequently, except for sporadic works, no significant architectural achievements were seen in the city.

The real boom in Istanbul’s architecture came in the early 2000s when the Turkish economy started to recover and new economic relationships were established with other countries in the region. Since 2002 change on an unprecedented scale has occurred in Turkey’s social, cultural and economic life, resulting in significant segregation of the urban environment of Istanbul and many other Turkish cities. In this period Istanbul, with the aim of becoming a global city, has opened itself increasingly to international finance and experienced the emergence of new spaces of consumption, the rapid expansion of real estate and the service industry, and the gentrification of urban quarters. The well-to-do stratum of society has now moved to luxurious gated compounds with swimming pools, manicured gardens and recreational facilities. Proliferating on every corner of the city, shopping malls and high-rise office towers have been the rising stars of Istanbul architecture in this period. Redundant publicly-owned sites in the city have been offered to both Turkish and international investors. In the meantime, the image of the city has been upgraded by newly opened underground lines, improvements in roads, new theatres, art galleries and sports fields. Along with this ‘fancy architecture’, Istanbul has been subject to some ‘crazy urban development projects’, initiated by an ambitious government to prepare the historic city for the country’s new role in its region.

On the one hand, these glistening achievements have transformed Istanbul into a city on the move and a global hub. Civic amenities have been significantly improved, hundreds of ethnic restaurants and chic cafes now offer world-class entertainment opportunities for the Turkish well-to-do and foreign expatriates, and English has become a language constantly heard in the subways, shopping malls and other semi-privatised public spaces. On the other hand, for the urban poor and other disadvantaged groups, Istanbul is becoming a more difficult city to live in and the sharp contrast between physical manifestations in different parts of the city has further divided the fragmented social structure. Critical questions await to be addressed: are all these frenzied developments and urban gentrifications sustainable? Can the delicate balance between the much-needed infrastructure works, the architectural upkeep and the natural and cultural landscapes of the city be taken into account?

With this important city linking Europe to the Middle East now poised at the beginning of a new era, I believe that looking at the architecture and urban form of Istanbul through a fresh lens will help us to understand the complex history that has shaped so many confronting ideas, practices and realities. Going beyond the urban fabric and pure architectural styles or the physical manifestations of Istanbul’s cultural landscapes and places, this book explores the story of architecture and the urban place within its social, cultural and political context. It follows a chronological structure to encompass all the periods in this narrative of a city. From the ageing Ottoman capital of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the international city of today, Istanbul has been shaped and transformed over more than 150 years of major political and social change. My aim is to tell this remarkable story, both the good and the bad.
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1

Late Ottoman Istanbul: early modernity, nationalism and the end of an empire



Istanbul encountered the nineteenth century under very specific and difficult circumstances. At the turn of the century it was a chaotic, overcrowded and poorly administered city. Istanbul was the capital of the ageing Ottoman Empire, and was the object of a succession of painful reforms as the Ottomans attempted to modernise the historic city. These initiatives to revitalise the old capital often followed overarching Ottoman reforms in politics, economics and the military – all with the aim of saving the empire from a total collapse in the highly challenging political conditions of the century.

The journey taken by Istanbul throughout the nineteenth century, however, was not unique to Turkey. Contrary to the accounts of mainstream Turkish historiography, which often portrays this last century of the Ottoman Empire through a dark lens, the problems faced by Istanbul were very much the same as the challenges confronted by other major European cities. For Istanbul, like many Western cities, the main goals were always to implement some basic hygienic standards, improve building quality and establish reliable public transport. In addition, regularising the crooked street pattern, preventing catastrophic fires and setting up an effective municipal structure based on European models were other significant initiatives required to deal with the tribulations faced exclusively by the Ottoman administration. In order to meet these targets, the Ottomans had been trying diligently to implement initiatives ranging from small-scale street enlargements to mega projects connecting Europe to Asia, both above and below the Bosphorus. Most of these large-scale attempts bore the signatures of European experts and none of them left the drafting board, simply remaining as fascinating examples that illustrated the passionate aspiration of the Ottoman Empire to change and modernise itself. In most cases, these projects were the proposals of young Ottoman bureaucrats and diplomats who had familiarised themselves with vibrant European urban life whilst stationed in Paris, London, Vienna or Berlin.1

Belying general assumptions, Istanbul was not late in implementing technological improvements. In line with Ottoman integration with the Western capitalist economy, state-of-the-art advances appeared in Ottoman Istanbul not long after they first arrived in Western cities. For example, just 11 years after Samuel Morse sent his famous experimental cable message between Capitol in Washington, DC, and Mt. Clare Depot in Baltimore, Istanbul was connected to the major European capitals by telegraphic lines in 1855 during the Crimean War (1853–6).2 In 1840, the very same year that the Uniform Penny Post was established in the United Kingdom, the Ministry of Post was inaugurated in the Ottoman capital. The postal services previously conducted by the military could now be systemised by a special office in a centralised manner.3 Steamships appeared in the Ottoman capital in the 1820s, not long after their first appearance in major European ports. The development of rail transport came to the Ottoman Empire a little later than some other Western countries but once the railway arrived it was embraced with a passion by the Ottoman administration. The first intercity railway was opened in 1866, 36 years after the construction of the Liverpool–Manchester line, when a British company laid the rails between İzmir and Aydın, two important cities in Western Anatolia. In 1871 the Istanbul–Edirne route was completed and a year later the railway was extended to Dedeağaç, and then Sofia in 1874. At times enthusiasm for the railway overrode all other concerns, most famously when plans for the line to Sarayburnu proposed that the track pass through the lower reaches of the gardens of Topkapı Palace. The controversy came to a close with Sultan Abdülaziz’s famous statement, ‘The railway must come to Istanbul, even if it has to pass through my own back’. Trains also began to operate on the Asian side of the city when the Haydarpaşa–İzmit line was completed in 1873. From the 1850s, the Ottoman capital saw emerging public transport with the introduction of steam ferries criss-crossing the Bosphorus and horse-drawn trams linking the major hubs of the city.4 Designed by the French engineer Eugène Henri Gavand, an underground railway tunnel between Karaköy and Galata was put in service in 1875. Although only 554 metres long, this state-of-the-art steam-engine funicular system was the second of its kind in the world.5 Even technological improvements in entertainment came quickly to Ottoman Istanbul. Cinema, for example, appeared in Istanbul in 1896, only one year after the first film was screened by the Lumière brothers in Paris.6

Changing architectural tastes and new building types

Changes of taste in architectural style and alterations to the urban morphology of Istanbul always followed and mirrored the reforms made in the political and social structure of the empire. A long and traumatic debate in the Ottoman administration instigated after humiliating defeats by European armies in the last quarter of the seventeenth century brought about the modernisation of the Ottoman army by the agency of imported Western military expertise in the mid-eighteenth century.7 The Westernisation of the army gradually spread across other aspects of the social and cultural life of Ottoman society, and architecture, by its very nature, was not an exception to this process. The classical flavours of the Ottoman architectural vocabulary began to fade away from the mid-eighteenth century, with glimpses of the impact of European Baroque architecture appearing in Istanbul.8 The Nuruosmaniye Mosque (1753–5) was the first major Ottoman structure where the impact of the European Baroque style could be vividly seen in S and C-shaped ornaments, scrolling cornices and the overall curvilinear character of the building.9 Subsequently, the impact of European architectural styles intensified, especially in the early decades of the nineteenth century when almost all public buildings constructed bore the impact of fashionable Western styles such as Baroque, Rococo and French Empire.
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Political reforms initiated by Selim III (r. 1789–1807) in the last phase of the eighteenth century signalled larger scale changes for the following decades, and paved the way for his cousin and successor, Mahmud II (r. 1808–39), to introduce a large number of material changes to the Ottoman Empire. During his reign rebellious Janissaries were crushed and replaced by a modern army, the bureaucracy was restructured completely, consultative councils were established, and an urban management system was redrafted. With the abolishment of the Janissaries – who under the kadı or the juridical authority also held significant responsibilities for civic duties in Istanbul, such as security, street cleaning and firefighting – a new department, İhtisab Nazırlığı (Ministry of Taxation and Urban Affairs), was established.10 Shortly after the death of Mahmud II, all these reforms were codified by the declaration of an imperial edict by his son, Abdülmecid (r. 1839–61), in 1839. Known as Tanzimat (Reorganisation), the edict was prepared by a group of young Ottoman bureaucrats led by Mustafa Reşid Pasha, the Minister for Foreign Affairs.11 The creators of the edict were familiar with European politics and culture and saw the adoption of Western norms as the only recipe to save the ageing empire from collapse. With the declaration of the edict a new era knownas the Tanzimat Period (1839–76) was opened in Turkish history. The reforms included the secularisation and formalisation of education and justice, differentiation of the administrative structure along functional lines, introduction of a new provincial administration, creation of a new elite bureaucratic system, abolition of the patrimonial taxation system, creation of a monetised system to levy taxes and, finally, the establishment of an Ottoman parliament and constitution.12

The change in the administrative structure of the empire was evident in the emerging modern bureaucracy. The total number of public servants, for example, increased eighteenfold and reached 35,000 in 1908.13 State affairs, as a consequence, were no longer run from within the thick walls of imperial palaces or the mansions of high-ranking Ottoman pashas or bureaucrats but instead were conducted inside purpose-built ministerial offices. As the Ottoman Empire changed as a result of its integration with world economics, the building types in its capital varied as well. The prevailing structures of classical Ottoman Istanbul were the large sultanic mosques that dominated the legendary silhouette of the Historic Peninsula14 with their lofty domes and pencil-thin minarets. Public buildings – often part of a large complex or külliye – such as medreses (schools), hamams (public baths), hospices and libraries were the other important buildings of Ottoman Istanbul in the classical era.

In the rapidly changing world of the nineteenth century, Ottoman cities, especially Istanbul, now called for other kinds of buildings to feed the demands of this new world. The changing civic services required modern public buildings such as schools, post offices, ferry wharves and train stations. Integration with the world capitalist economy brought with it modern office buildings, banks, hotels and entertainment venues for the emerging Ottoman bourgeoisie. Above all, the modernisation programme for the Ottoman army required large-scale barracks, hospitals and other buildings, which all necessitated construction in European style. For this reason, from the late eighteenth century the most sizable buildings in the Ottoman capital were no longer mosques but gigantic military barracks that hosted the Europeanised army. Without exception, all of these new barracks were constructed outside the walls encircling the historic city of Istanbul. The intense building activity also resulted in a sweeping shift in the urban geography of the city. Beyoğlu, across the Golden Horn became a rising star of nineteenth-century Istanbul, in particular.15 This was due not only to the colossal military barracks constructed there, but also because of the increasingly Western style of public life and activities that occurred in the streets of this most Europeanised quarter of the city. That is why, when the Ottoman administration decided to implement a municipal organisation based on European norms, Pera became the first quarter of the city in which this system was put into action as an exemplar model.16

In part, this transformation in society, politics and bureaucracy allowed the birth of architecture as a profession in the modern sense. A significant step in this penetrating reform process was the replacement of the Hassa Mimarlar Ocağı, the Corps of Royal Architects responsible for building activities in the empire, with the Ebniye-i Hassa Müdürlüğü (Directorate of Royal Buildings) in 1831.17 Şehreminliği, the office responsible for the construction and upkeep of royal buildings, was also amalgamated with the newly established directorate. This action was not mere Westernisation but rather an inevitable result of the changing conditions. In the classical Ottoman system, with its absence of private ownership and a modern economy, the only area where architecture could be expressed was limited to religious buildings, imperial palaces and mansions, and some other civic buildings such as public baths and religious schools. Working under sultanic patronage in the firmly established traditions of the classical period of the Ottoman Empire, the aged imperial architectural office was far from possessing the ability to satisfy the needs of the changing society. As a result, building activities in Istanbul in the nineteenth century passed swiftly to the hands of foreign, Levantine or non-Muslim groups that had benefited from the far-reaching Westernisation of the Ottoman Empire and had direct contact with European cultures and societies.

The Balyans: the apostles of architectural change

Unique in the creative history of Turkey, the Balyan family of architects served the Ottoman Empire over three generations and were the most important figures of this period. One of the well-known Armenian families of Ottoman Turkey (originally from Central Anatolia), the Balyans were active from the mid-eighteenth to the late nineteenth century, and the six members of the family who served a succession of seven sultans (from Selim III to Abdülhamid II) played a pivotal role in the introduction and popularisation of Western architectural styles in Istanbul.18

The influence of the Balyans, however, is a controversial topic in Turkish architectural history as various contrasting analyses offer very different accounts of the roles played by Balyan family members in nineteenth-century Ottoman architecture. Based primarily on interpretations by local Armenian writers, modern Turkish architectural historiography in general portrays the Balyans as designers of a wide array of important and prestigious buildings in the Ottoman capital, ranging from imperial palaces and mosques to small pavilions. The sources to which these accounts refer are mainly chronicles, family memoirs and other documents kept by the local Armenian community in Istanbul and, in many cases, these sources overemphasise the role played by the creativity of the Balyans and other Armenians in the modernisation of the Ottoman Empire. Alternatively, recently unearthed material from the Ottoman archives and a careful reading of Ottoman architectural books published in the late nineteenth century raise some serious questions about this general acceptance and provide convincing evidence that challenges the perceived image of the Balyans in late Ottoman architecture.19 From this perspective, the Balyans in many cases were portrayed as contractors rather than architects and, in other cases, were named in corruption scandals and charged with serious offences.20

Regardless of this controversy about their exact role, the Balyans, through the buildings they either designed or constructed, were pioneers of the transformation of the Ottoman capital throughout the nineteenth century. Although, as noted above, the Baroque came to Istanbul in the mid-eighteenth century, the designers of the buildings constructed in that period did not merely copy Western styles. Instead, they created an interesting and highly original interpretation of the European Baroque in the Ottoman manner, as vividly evident in the Nuruosmaniye Mosque. By contrast, in this later period the buildings constructed by the Balyans directly employed stylistic elements of the French Baroque, Rococo and Empire styles on Ottoman buildings, and such an attitude brought with it an interesting marriage of architectural styles, especially in mosques, tombs and other religious buildings.

Nothing shows this sharp transformation in architectural tastes more than Dolmabahçe Palace. Sitting on the European shores of the Bosphorus and constructed during the Crimean War, the new palace was designed collaboratively by a group of architects and builders, namely Garabet Balyan, his son Nikogos, local Greek master Evanis Kalfa and Englishman William James Smith who also designed the British Embassy in Istanbul in consultation with Sir Charles Barry. Hosting the imperial court during the heyday of the Ottoman Empire and sitting on the tip of the Historic Peninsula, Topkapı Palace was developed incrementally over four centuries with additions and progressive changes made by successive sultans. The concentrated and complex array of structures is composed of mainly single or double-storeyed buildings aligning various courtyards and interconnected by columned arcades and passageways. The striking architectural composition and refreshing and pleasant atmosphere of TopkapıPalace, however, was far from representing the spirit of the rapidly changing cultural norms of the nineteenth century. In contrast to the out-of-fashion architectural representation of the old palace, Dolmabahçe conceived a unified entity adorned both externally and internally with European Baroque and Rococo styles and endowed lavishly with European furniture, clocks, vases, crystals and more, all vividly signalling that the modernisation of the Ottoman Empire was now irreversible.
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Image 3Dolmabahçe Palace, entrance to the State Apartments, Aras Neftçi





Search for a new Ottoman architecture

The first cracks in this long and well-established hegemony of Western architectural tastes and the monopoly of non-Muslim architects in Ottoman architecture appeared as early as the 1860s. The embryonic seeds of this change in architectural styles coincided with a series of political events that brought about the movement known as Ottomanism. Organised by a group of young bureaucrats and students called Genç Osmanlılar (Young Ottomans or, as commonly named in the West, Jeunes-Turcs), the main objective of this movement was to counterbalance the extreme Westernisation of the state apparatus that had occurred during the Tanzimat Period. Ultimately, the reforms that had been made since the beginning of the Tanzimat Period were not based on popular demands, but came as an elite-driven programme that saw the adoption of Western standards in all aspects of life as the only solution for saving the empire from collapse. The great majority of those in the Muslim stratum of Ottoman society received little or no benefit from the reforms as the new order mainly helped non-Muslims to increase their political power and wealth in the system. On the other hand, although the reforms brought some improvements to the state apparatus, a modern and sustainable economy could not be established and, as a result, the Ottoman Empire became more dependent on the Great Powers and took on an increasingly indebted role in the international financial system. Severely critical of this bitter picture, the Young Ottomans – who had grown up under the Tanzimat environment and were much influenced by the European ideals of liberalism and nationalism – saw the political ideology of Ottomanism as a means to create a national Ottoman identity. According to the Young Ottomans, the new political order, which would be a combination of liberalism and nationalism with Islamic culture, would allow all segments of society to live together in harmony, regardless of their ethnic or religious origins, under the new concepts of vatan (fatherland), millet (nation) and hürriyet (freedom).21

The first clear signal of the impact of this political movement on architecture came as early as the 1870s with an architectural book titled Usul-i Mimari-i Osmani (Principles of Ottoman Architecture), a comprehensive study on history and the notion of Ottoman art and architecture. Commissioned by the Ministry of Public Works of the Abdülaziz era and authored by a group of people led by İbrahim Edhem Pasha, the book was specifically prepared for the 1873 Vienna International Exposition. The Usul-i Mimari, published in Turkish, French and German, studied and documented the classical Ottoman buildings and aimed to display the high-level artistic and systematic qualities of Ottoman architecture. Mirroring revivalist tendencies in Western Europe – such as John Ruskin’s writings in England and Eugène Viollet-le-duc’s formulations in France – the book aimed to classify the classical orders and ornamental patterns of Ottoman architecture as a source of inspiration for Ottoman architects in this rapidly changing world of the late nineteenth century.22

As a result of this emerging awareness of Ottoman identity, the first examples of revivalist architecture surfaced as early as the 1860s. Interestingly, the initial trials of this Oriental revivalism came from European architects who often collaged selected decorative elements of Islamic architecture on the facades of buildings composed upon strong principles of Western architectural styles. The ornamental source of inspiration for this movement, however, was not classical Ottoman architecture. In many buildings the pseudo-Moorish, very fashionable all around the Western world since the 1800s, was the preferred genre. Designed by French architect Marie-Auguste Antoine Bourgeois in 1866, the monumental gateway to the Ministry of War building in Beyazıt is the most notable example of this style. With its triple-arched composition, the gateway’s architectonic composition bears a Roman triumphal arch associated with a central horseshoe arch, alternate coloured voussoirs and stone carvings on the facade which borrow heavily from the Islamic architecture of the North African coast.
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Image 4Ministry of War entry gate, Murat Gül





Religious architecture too was much influenced by this fashion. Pertevniyal Valide Mosque, constructed in 1871 in Aksaray at the very centre of the Historic Peninsula, was one of the earliest but, at the same time, prime examples of this new trend. Designed collaboratively by Sarkis Balyan and the Italian-Levantine Pietro Montani and commissioned by the mother of Abdülaziz, the mosque is one of the most notable examples of the Azizian period, and was referred to in the Usul-i Mimari as an example of ‘Ottoman Renaissance’ in architecture.23 Stylistically, the mosque is eclectic and borrows many different elements from various sources. Unlike classical Ottoman mosques, the dome sits on a stretched drum and this arrangement refers to Byzantine church architecture. Reminiscent of Indian architecture, four heavily decorated turrets are placed in the corners of the square-plan mosque. The internal decoration is also inspired by Mogul or North African motifs. The pointed arched windows, which help the mosque’s overall verticality, are also reminiscent of Gothic features. And, finally, the triangular pediments positioned on all facades are suggestive of the monumental gates opening to the courtyards of the great sultanic mosques of the classical Ottoman period.

The different stylistic approaches between two coastal palaces that were constructed within less than 20 years of each other in the mid-nineteenth century also explicitly show this swift transition from European architecture to an eclectic style with profound Oriental flavour. Unlike its predecessor Dolmabahçe, the new Çırağan Palace (1860–72) embodied strong Oriental character created by motifs derived from the Alhambra Palace in Spanish Andalucia, as well as Gothic features discreetly used in window tracery on building facades. Designed by Sarkis Balyan, the palace, like the Pertevniyal Mosque, was proudly represented in Usul-i Mimari as an ultimate fulfilment of Ottoman Renaissance.
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Image 5Pertevniyal Valide Mosque, c.1900, Library of Congress
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The Hamidian era: Istanbul between modernisation and absolutism

The mid-1870s brought a crucial turning point in Ottoman history. The two decades following the Crimean War intensified the Ottoman Empire’s dependency on the European powers. The continuous wars on the one hand and the modernisation attempts of the army and navy on the other, together with the cost of financing the construction of Western-style palaces, brought the Ottoman state to a financial crisis and bankruptcy in 1876. These bitter conditions brought about a bureaucratic coup against Abdülaziz who lost his throne on 30 May 1876. After the brief rule of Murad V, who suffered serious psychiatric problems, Abdülhamid II began his 33-year rule of the country. Although the new sultan came to power with a pledge to establish a constitutional monarchy – and indeed he kept his promise and drafted the first Ottoman constitution in 1876 and assembled the Ottoman parliament the following year – this first democratic experience of the Ottoman Empire was short-lived. The 1877–8 war with Russia was disastrous for the Ottomans as the Russian army reached the outskirts of Istanbul, and the invasion of the Ottoman capital was only avoided with the help of European powers. At the end of the war, the Ottoman Empire lost the control of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Bulgaria in the west and Kars and Batum in the east. Furthermore, Cyprus was given to the British as compensation for their help in the war. This dramatic territorial loss brought massive migration towards the remaining provinces of the empire, especially Istanbul. In the three years following 1882 Istanbul’s population more than doubled and reached over 870,000.24 Under such bitter political conditions, Abdülhamid II suspended the parliament and assumed absolute rule. This brought an abrupt end to the Tanzimat era during which bureaucrats adorned with Western values had significant control of the state apparatus.

Political Islam was the most effective tool in Abdülhamid’s hands and he used it against not only his domestic rivals who demanded constitutionalism but also the Western powers gradually controlling the remote Ottoman territories. The Sultan saw, and presented, himself as the ‘Protector of the Islamic World’, hoping that this title would better enable him to deal with the European powers. One of the most important consequences of this new political climate was the emerging and promising relationship between the Ottomans and the German Empire – a rising European power that did not have a colony on Muslim lands. The most symbolic evidence of this alliance was a highly decorative fountain that was gifted by the German Empire to mark Kaiser Wilhelm II’s second visit to Istanbul in 1898. Designed by a group of architects led by Max Spitta, Wilhelm’s own architect, the fountain was pre-fabricated in Berlin, shipped to Istanbul and was assembled in the most prominent part of the Ottoman capital, Sultanahmet Square or the old Hippodrome. The fountain alluded to the long-defunct Holy Roman Empire, by then embodied by Wilhelm’s German Empire, and the Ottoman Empire as the inheritor of, and successor to, the Eastern Roman Empire. Neo-Byzantine in character, the fountain also followed closely the form of ablution fountains located in large sultanic mosque courtyards. The eight green porphyry columns rise from the octagonal base to carry semicircular arches, which in turn support its distinct ribbed dome, clad in copper and covered inside with mosaics. Positioned between the arches are eight medallions: four in green representing Islam and engraved with the monogram of Abdülhamid II and four in blue representing Prussia and carrying Wilhelm II’s insignia.
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Image 7The German Fountain at Sultanahmet, c.1900s, Library of Congress





Without doubt, Abdülhamid II is one of the most contentious rulers throughout the six centuries of Ottoman history. He successfully implemented many reforms to modernise the empire, and laid the foundation stones of modern Turkey. The most significant reform of the Hamidian period was the establishment of modern educational institutions in almost every field. Modern primary and secondary schools were set up for both male and female students. Vocational schools and higher education institutions were opened in law, mining, commerce, agriculture and forestry, medicine and veterinary medicine. Architectural education in a modern sense was also established in this period. Founded in 1883 by Turkish painter and intellectual Osman Hamdi Bey, the Sanayi-i Nefise Mekteb-i Âlisi (Academy of Fine Arts) was based on the French École des Beaux-Arts model and included the departments of architecture, painting, sculpture and calligraphy. All departments were headed by qualified French or Italian instructors. A year later, in 1884, architectural subjects began to be taught at the newly established Hendese-i Mülkiye Mektebi (School of Civil Engineering) which was part of the Imperial School of Engineering or Mühendishane-i Berri Hümayun, originally established in 1773. Unlike at the Academy, the architectural subjects in this new school were taught by German and Austrian instructors led by August Jasmund, a Prussian architect who came to Turkey during the reign of Abdülhamid II.25

There is another side to this story, however. The reforms conducted by Abdülhamid took place under an autocratic regime. Due to his extreme fear of conspiracies, Istanbul became an open-air prison with spies at every corner of the city who reported perceived, imagined or even manufactured political conspiracies to Yıldız Palace. Abdülhamid’s extreme paranoia about an upheaval against him impacted all aspects of his administration. The navy, for example, was not permitted to leave the Golden Horn and the army had to perform its military exercises without bullets. Furthermore, electricity, trams and telephones were all banned in Istanbul as the Sultan saw such technological devices as potential tools that could be used in a possible coup against him.26

Whether Abdülhamid was a ‘great sultan’ or a ‘paranoid autocrat’ is a vibrant topic of debate in modern Turkish historiography. What is certain, however, is that the intense institutionalisation of education, bureaucracy and other public affairs brought frenzied construction activity to the Ottoman capital during the Hamidian years. Numerous schools, wharves, docs, offices and many other kinds of buildings were built in Istanbul, in particular the Galata and Pera districts. Frequently designed by European and Levantine architects, these buildings form one of the most significant layers of Ottoman architectural heritage in Istanbul today. It should also be noted that despite the rhetoric of political Islam, European architectural styles during the reign of Abdülhamid II regained their popularity, although they would soon be challenged by emerging revivalist architectural genres.


Alexandre Vallaury: a gifted Levantine

If the Balyans were pioneers of the official architecture of this transitional period, Alexandre Vallaury was the rising star of the non-religious and non-royal architecture of Istanbul in the late nineteenth century. Son of Francesco Vallaury, a famous pastry cook, Alexandre was born in Istanbul in 1850. Although the roots of the family are not entirely clear, Vallaury’s Levantine family seems to have had French origins and his subsequent training and architectural output owes a strong debt to France. Vallaury established his solid grounding in classical and historicist architectural design during his education between 1869 and 1878 at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. In 1883, soon after his return to Istanbul, Vallaury was appointed to the job of establishing the first architecture school of Turkey at the Academy of Fine Arts, where he continued to teach for the next 24 years. His achievements in the architectural profession were highly recognised and Vallaury was awarded the Légion d’Honneur by the French government in 1896. Vallaury’s opportunity came after a major earthquake in 1894 when he received several large-scale commissions from the Ottoman government to design public buildings.27 Many other major projects came his way for French companies and other prestigious clients. Although he employed various styles in his wide-ranging architectural portfolio, Neoclassical and Beaux-Arts were two significant styles that Vallaury always admired, and this is vividly explicit in three major buildings he designed in the last decades of the nineteenth century.

Vallaury established a strong friendship with Osman Hamdi Bey, the curator of the newly founded Müze-i Hümayun or the Imperial Museum, and the two men shared a love of classical antiquity and its material culture. This collaboration brought about Vallaury’s first, and perhaps most prestigious, project: a building for the museum. Constructed within the first courtyard of Topkapı Palace, the museum was one of the most iridescent symbols of the dramatic reforms of the Ottoman Empire made during the reign of Abdülhamid II.28 In this U-shaped building – completed in three stages in 1891, 1903 and 1907 – Vallaury employed firm Beaux-Arts principles such as strong classical details, absolute symmetry and axial plan layout. The building’s main facade is composed within a strict rhythm of recessed window bays, each set positioned between giant fluted Ionic pilasters topped by oversized cornice brackets below an undecorated entablature. Although Topkapı Palace developed incrementally over centuries and, therefore, contained many different buildings commissioned by successive sultans in different architectural styles which mirrored the tastes of their time, Vallaury’s museum was the first building which was constructed in a truly European style in the imperial court of the Ottoman Empire.29
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Image 8Vallaury’s Imperial Museum, Aras Neftçi





Vallaury’s second major commission was across the Golden Horn in Galata. This time he was hired by the Bank-ı Osmanî-i Şahane, or the Imperial Ottoman Bank, which was founded in Istanbul as a joint venture between French and British banks and the Ottoman government upon the end of the Crimean War in 1856. The bank played a significant role in the financial affairs of the state, particularly during the public debt crisis, and functioned as the central bank of the Ottoman Empire.30 Completed in 1892, the headquarters of the Imperial Ottoman Bank was designed as a grand Beaux-Arts commercial palazzo rising over a solid four storeys and with a commanding presence on present-day Bankalar Street. Despite the building’s overall effect – the air of a massive, impregnable commercial palazzo of the most lavish proportions – the back facade facing the Golden Horn has a distinctly Oriental character with Neo-Baroque features. Although no evidence is available, perhaps he deliberately employed here an architectural language appropriate for establishing a smoother communication with the Historic Peninsula. Vallaury’s third important Neoclassical building was Pera Palace Hotel. Constructed in the 1890s in the manner of a Renaissance palazzo, the six-storey hotel was built to receive rich European and American tourists arriving on the Orient Express, the famous train from Paris.
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Image 9The rear view of the Ottoman Bank (centre left) from the Golden Horn, Library of Congress
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Image 10The Pera Palace Hotel, Murat Gül





Art Nouveau: a prized style

Amongst Western artistic fashions, Art Nouveau had a distinguished place in Abdülhamid’s Istanbul. Pioneered by a gifted Italian architect, Raimondo Tomasso D’Aronco, whose Turkish career begun in 1893 with an invitation to prepare designs for the Istanbul Exhibition of Agriculture and Industry planned for 1896,31 and who was fervently supported by his great patron Abdülhamid, this new style came to the Ottoman capital at the same time as it first appeared in European cities. Although relatively short-lived, Art Nouveau was a very influential movement and was the first serious attempt to escape the eclectic and historical styles that dominated European art for centuries. It was actually a ‘total’ art style that swept through the decorative arts and architecture and paved the way to Modernism in Western art and architecture in the succeeding decades. Acceptance of such an avant-garde artistic movement by an ‘autocratic’ sultan emphasises the progressiveness of Abdülhamid’s reign. The Imperial Stables at Yıldız Palace, the Şeyh Zafir Tomb and Library at Beşiktaş and, in particular, the apartment building in the Grande Rue de Pera designed for Abdülhamid’s Dutch private tailor, Jean Botter, are prime examples of the different shades of Art Nouveau architecture in Istanbul bearing the signature of D’Aronco.

In addition to those significant examples, 1900s Istanbul contained buildings representing high quality Art Nouveau on almost every corner of the city. Sitting opposite the Ministry of Post and Telegraph Building in Sirkeci, the Vlora Han, for example, is an outstanding Art Nouveau commercial building, although its designer is not known. Furthermore, Art Nouveau in Istanbul was not a fashion limited only to elite architects and prestigious buildings, but was also well digested by a wide spectrum of the construction industry of late Ottoman Istanbul. The most vivid examples of its wide-ranging acceptance are the timber residential buildings adorned with Art Nouveau motifs in Arnavutköy, Üküdar, Princes’ Islands and many other districts, making Istanbul one of the most exclusivecentres of this fashionable style that became prized all over the world in the early twentieth century.
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Image 11The Botter Apartment Building in Beyoğlu, Murat Gül
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Image 12A timber Art Nouveau house in Arnavutköy on the European shores of the Bosphorus, Murat Gül





Alongside Art Nouveau, the cosmopolitan social and cultural structure of Istanbul was mirrored in the architecture of the city. Some major buildings in European architectural styles were built in the last decades of the Ottoman Empire. Designed by two German architects Otto Ritter and Helmuth Cuno between 1905 and 1908, the Haydarpaşa Railway Terminus is the most impressive building to bear European architectural tastes in late Ottoman Istanbul. Sitting on the shores of the Marmara Sea at the end of the Anatolian Railway Line, the terminus building owes nothing to Turkish architecture and is much grander than its counterpart in Sirkeci in the European part of the city. With its flamboyant design, the station is ebulliently German Neo-Renaissance and emulates European castle architecture explicitly in its circular turrets and conical spires. The construction cost of this large terminus was indeed financed by the German Empire as the starting point of the famous Baghdad railway project, and it was given as a ‘gift’ by Kaiser Wilhelm II to Sultan Abdülhamid II. In other words, if the fountain in Sultanahmet Square was the engagement ring, the railway terminus in Haydarpaşa was a generous dowry for the Turkish–German alliance.32

Of course, the Westernisation of Istanbul architecture was not limited to only those buildings bearing the signatures of famous architects. In the second part of the nineteenth century, Ottoman Istanbul, in particular Galata and Pera, saw the construction of many buildings representing different shades of fashionable Western styles, ranging from Neoclassical, to late Baroque, Belle Époque, Neo-Gothic and other eclectic styles. Designed by non-Muslim Ottoman, Levantine or Turkish architects, these buildings were strong indications of the change occurring in the social, cultural and political life of the late Ottoman Empire.
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Image 13Haydarpaşa Railway Terminus, Aras Neftçi





The Ottoman dream: a brand-new Istanbul

Abdülhamid’s Istanbul also saw large-scale urban renewal projects by European experts, although none of these left the drawing board. Istanbul’s rotten condition at the turn of the century not only created a deep dissatisfaction among the city’s population but also featured frequently in the writings of European observers published in Western newspapers. Such embarrassing accounts provoked the Ottoman administration to find a blanket solution to this ongoing problem. The most notable proposal came from a prominent French architect, Joseph Antoine Bouvard, who held prestigious positions such as the inspector-general of the Architectural Department of the City of Paris and the chief of the Architecture Department of the Universal Exposition of Paris in 1900.33 For his first attempt, Bouvard did not come to Istanbul but made proposals for the major urban quarters of the Ottoman capital based on photographs of city. These works, however, were impractical as Bouvard considered each of the centres individually without a holistic approach and, most significantly, completely ignored Istanbul’s dominant topography. As a result, the Frenchman’s projects remained as somewhat unrealistic and naive proposals that aimed to Westernise the old Ottoman capital with European-style buildings and squares. For his second attempt, Bouvard made a short visit to Istanbul in 1908 and inspected the city personally. The French architect, who at the time was undertaking a master plan of Buenos Aires, was offered 25,000 francs but he declined the job as there were no adequate maps of Istanbul that could be used for the intended master plan.34 Despite the optimistic hopes of Ottoman bureaucrats, it soon became clear that a wholesale transformation of the city could only be a dream under these circumstances.

Some interesting infrastructure projects proposed for Istanbul were other showstopper initiatives in Abdülhamid’s Istanbul. The Ottoman integration with the world’s capitalist economy whetted the appetite of some Western entrepreneurs who tried to inject generous international capital into Istanbul as a promising business investment. One of those projects was the proposed construction of a bridge over the Bosphorus. The initial surveys instigated in the late 1870s but the first viable proposal came from two American engineers James Buchanan Eads and A. O. Lambert in 1877.35 They proposed a three-spanned iron bridge between Rumelihisarı and Anadoluhisarı, providing a railway linking Europe to Asia.36 Three years later a French syndicate offered another proposal for the same location. This time the bridge would have a single span of 800 metres.37 However, the most ambitious bridge project came a decade later from French engineer Joseph Ferdinand Arnodin, who was the co-inventor of transporter bridges. His proposal comprised two bridges and an accompanying rail ring encircling the city. The first bridge was designed as a transporter bridge between Sarayburnu and Üsküdar. Similar to Arnodin’s other transporter bridges, this was an engineering splendour to be made of iron pylons and trusses. The second bridge, named Hamidiye, was a suspended bridge between Rumelihisarı on the European shores of the Bosphorus and Kandilli on the Asian side of the city. The bridge was designed over five massive masonry pillars to provide for railway, vehicular and pedestrian traffic. Unlike the austere nature of the first bridge, Hamidiye was to be an overly decorated bridge reflecting the revivalist tendencies of its era.38 None of these bridge projects, however, could be realised and Istanbul waited another 73 years for a bridge connecting Europe to Asia over the Bosphorus.

Young Turks and the Second Constitutional Era: from Oriental to Ottoman Revival architecture

Political opposition against Abdülhamid’s regime began to be established as early as the 1880s by a group of students, young bureaucrats and military cadets who demanded the resumption of the Ottoman parliament, which had been suspended soon after the 1877–8 Ottoman–Russian War.
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